and retained a life-long interest in Wright as one of the writers who, as TaNehisi Coates put it, 'grabbed the pen, not out of leisure but to break the chain'.
Literary and aesthetic work intended literally to 'break the chain' was also what Jim examined in his major work on Remembering Scottsboro: the Legacy of an Infamous Trial (Princeton 2009), dedicated to his late parents, Elease Jones Miller and John Wesley Miller, who had come to Rhode Island from Georgia. Jim's father had been riding the rails in the 1930s, so Scottsboro had that connection. The book begins with the facts of the 1931 case, the spurious rape charge levelled in Alabama against nine 'Scottsboro boys' who were found hoboing on a freight train with two white women. The quick trials and harsh sentences that were meted outeight were sentenced to death -caused international uproar and a political campaign. Jim's book shows most fully the whole array of aesthetic productions that the campaign to 'free the Scottsboro boys' generated, for the patent injustice of the case was another ethical litmus test for artists in all media and genres. Jim offers close readings of a UPI (United Press International) photograph of the nine youngsters, of cover art from the Labor Defender, and of portraits by the African-American artist Aaron Douglas; he examines a wide variety of writers who rose to the occasion, among them Counte´e Cullen, Langston Hughes, Muriel Rukeyser, Nancy Cunard and Kay Boyle in poetry, John Wexley, Paul Peters, and Hughes in drama, and Grace Lumpkin, Guy Endore, Arna Bontemps, William Gardner Smith, and William Demby in fiction. Almost an entire chapter is devoted to the many direct references and allusions to the Scottsboro case in Richard Wright's writing -and in Jim's assessment of Wright's lifelong 'obsession with the peculiar convergence of race, sexuality, and racism that was at the root of the Scottsboro case' the two points of orientation converged. He employed effective close readings and a graceful, clear style while never losing sight of the political and ethical contexts. That he also passed his method on to others is confirmed by his former teaching assistant and colleague Farah Jasmine Griffin, who recalls Jim's maxims: 'Historically grounded, close readings were valuable and necessary. Formal analysis could still yield great insight. Theory was an important tool but not to be reified . . . . Writing with clarity was a necessity. And politics mattered, and not only textual politics or politics of representation'.
Jim's Remembering Scottsboro traces echoes long after the 1930s, into the Cold War, and ends with an epilogue that connects Scottsboro with contemporary cases that seem to echo it, among them that of the 1989 Central Park jogger whose rape led to a public frenzy, in which five teenagers were sentenced to prison terms from five to fifteen years (in 2002, however, a serial rapist and murderer gave a confession, confirmed by DNA evidence). Jim reminds the reader of the infamous full-page ad that real-estate developer Donald J. Trump took out in all New York daily papers on 1 May 1989, at the peak of the hysteria against the teenagers, headlined 'BRING BACK THE DEATH PENALTY' and asking rhetorical questions such as: 'At what point did we cross the line from the fine and noble pursuit of genuine civil liberties to the reckless and dangerously permissive atmosphere which allows criminals of every age to beat and rape a helpless woman and then laugh at her family's anguish?' Could Jim have foreseen how timely his reminder of this ad would become in our days?
In his other writings Jim cast a wide net, focusing on a broad array of writers -from Mark Twain to Ralph Ellison and George Schuyler to William Styron; on photographers -from African American community photographers Morgan and Marvin Smith to the Jewish Communist 1930s veteran Joe Schwartz; and on critics -from Matthew Jacobson to Cornel West and Ken Warren to Amy Kaplan. His abiding interest in black music extended from inviting jazz saxophonist Archie Shepp to Buffalo and examining the jazz history of Hartford, where he worked alongside saxophonist Jackie McLean to build the youth music and arts programmes and fostered the city's Artists Collective, to analytical engagements with such South African musicians as composer Todd Matshikiza and jazz pianist and band leader Chris McGregor. Jim took the opportunity of an essay on black independent film-making to comment on artists from Melvin Van Peebles to Lionel N'gakane and suggested an approach that places United States creativity in the context of work from other parts of the world, for 'we need a much more elastic definition of race, as well as a more complex understanding of the relationship among race, culture, and cultural production than the monolithic and essentialist definitions which often shape our perceptions in the United States'. Reviewing the history of African American Studies and the changing paradigms governing the field, he stressed the continued need for such programmes and departments.
His interest in modern African American writers was particularly farranging, as his writings covered the spectrum of modern African American literature: William Attaway, Toni Cade Bambara, Amiri Baraka, Arna Bontemps, Wesley Brown, Lucille Clifton, Frank Marshall Davis, Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois, Ralph Ellison, Leon Forrest, Dick Gregory, Ted Joans, Gayl Jones, Alain Locke, Claude McKay, Albert Murray, Ann Petry, Margaret Randall, Ishmael Reed, George Schuyler, Michele Wallace, and John Edgar Wideman. He paid attention to children's literature and to books about athletes; he liked to return to discussions of literature of the 1930s, arguing that the notion of a renaissance should be extended beyond the 1920s; and he always retained a strong interest in the Black Arts Movement. He was keenly attuned to the pedagogic significance of local history and of writing from and about the regions where he was teaching. Hence he urged students to explore Connecticut history and included writers like Ann Petry when he was at Hartford and co-founded the Hartford Studies Project in documentary studies. When at George Washington University, he worked, and inspired further work, on literary Washington from Jean Toomer and Alain Locke to Georgia Douglas Johnson and Langston Hughes. Viewing the city as a 'symbolic space', Jim highlighted the sharp contrast both Toomer and Hughes drew between the satirized black bourgeois world and the 'raw, unrepressed energy of Seventh Street' where people 'played the blues, ate watermelon, barbecue, and fish sandwiches, shot pool, told tall tales, looked at the dome of the Capitol and laughed out loud'.
Laughter, yes, laughter. We already heard from a former student who remembers Jim's bemused smile. He did have a deep sense of irony that he held in a delicate balance with his abiding social concerns. It was almost as if the shadow of racial injustice and inequality needed to be removed so as to set free a more full-throated laughter. Jim loved Tristram Shandy. The reader who has never met Jim may want to turn to the introduction to his edition of George S. Schuyler's Black No More in order to hear Jim's gleeful tone as he gives a detailed account of a great satirical novel that yet leaves space 'for the emergence of alliances and human relationships based on shared values and experiences'. At the end, Jim praises 'Schuyler's iconoclasm, his highly developed sense of irony, and his scathing indictment of the absurdities of American racism'.
Who was the man in the impeccable outfit, sometimes wearing striking neckties, whose televised lectures and comments still charm viewers and make them notice a smile even as Jim may express a sharp critique yet also reveal a vulnerability that invites the viewer all the more to adopt his point of view? Born 27 August 1944, in 
